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The Hatstand
In August the lakes ran dry. The temperature was in the nineties most
of the time and I slept particularly badly the first few days in my new
apartment. At night I smoked, read or watched TV until the early
hours; sometimes I got dressed, leaving my apartment to walk the
streets, listening to the eerie sounds of the sleeping city as I wandered
wherever my footsteps took me.
On the fifth day - in the middle of the afternoon - an unexpected
knock at my door made me jump. I wondered who it could be, not
knowing anyone in the city yet; Jehovah's witnesses perhaps? I opened
the door and there was a small bearded man, probably in his early
sixties, standing there; nonchalantly smoking a c1garette. He spoke to
me in Danish.
'Good day,' he said. 'I'm Johannes Vig. I live on the first floor. '
'Yes?' I said, eyeing him suspiciously, not sure whether I had seen a
'Vig' on any of the other apartment doors as I had walked up the stairs
of my building.
'I wonder if you might undertake a small amount of work for me?
May I come in and explain?' He looked behind me. 'You're not busy,
are you.' It was a statement, not a question, and I wondered if he had
seen me return alone.
'No, I'm not busy,' I confessed, beckoning him into the entrance hall
and in he strode, going over to my hatstand at once. He studied it
admiringly and I took particular notice that he hadn't bothered to
extinguish his cigarette, although I did not comment on this.
'What a wonderful piece of craftsmanship,' he said, touching the
wooden hatstand with his left hand. 'Wonderful. A wonderful stand,'
he repeated and I couldn't tell if he was speaking to me or to himself.
I'd bought the hatstand the previous morning from an antique dealer
on Gustav Adolfsgade. I had gone out intending to buy rye bread for
lunch but as I was coming back from the bakers I noticed it standing
JUSt inside the doorway of the shop. If the shop door had been closed I
, would have passed by without a second thought, perhaps briefly
glancing in the window to study the flotsam and jetsam on display as I
went by. However, the door was open and withm five minutes I had
emerged from the shop having handed over more than a week's wages
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for a piece of furniture that I - I would readily admit - had little use
for. It was an impulse but, uncharacteristic of myself and once home,
I'd ~tood it in my tiny entrance-hall, trying to convince myself that it
contrasted eccentrically with the poh~hed wooden floors and greychrome IKEA furnishings the owner of the flat had preferred.
Johannes Vig took a drag on his cigarette and flicked some ash onto
my floor
'What exactly is this about?' I sa1d, irritated by his manner and
unexplained intrusion: I'd been working.
'I understand you're English?' he said, now clearly addressing me.
'That's right?'
'But you speak perfect Danish!'
Again, it sounded more like a ~tatement than a simple question and I
wondered how he knew this. Perhaps he had overheard me
introducing myself to my neighbour, Siri Hou-Larsen.
'Yes,' I said guardedly.
'Why?'
I mumbled something about my mother being Danish.
'I see. I see ... good ... very good. Well, I wonder if you could do me
a favour?'
'That depends?' I said, and as I did he put his left hand into his
breast pocket and took out a thin wad of what looked like old
envelopes; three or four, tied together with a piece of old string.
'They're letters,' he told me. 'Just ordinary, everyday letters. I'd like
you to translate them into Engli~h for me ... They're not long and I'm
sure it wouldn't take up too much of your time.'
He offered the bundle of letters to me and I looked at them hesitantly
before taking them, not really knowing what to say; I don't usually do
translation work.
'I'll pay you three-thousand kroner.'
I untied the string and took the first letter out of the envelope and
glanced at the first few lines. Although hand written, it seemed straight
forward enough; something about the weather, someone called Nana
and a necklace.
· 'Yes, I could probably do it for you,' I told him, turning the bundle of
letters around in my hand to examine them. 'But why?'
'Don't worry about that,' he told me, smiling mischievously. 'Let us
say that it is the fervent wish of an old man! You concentrate on the
task in hand and I'll worry about the rest.'
The upturned corners of his mouth revealed a gold front tooth that,
together with his white flecked beard, made him look hke a pirate. 'So
you'll do it?' he wanted to know, perhaps rather Impatiently.
'Three-thousand kroner you say?' - I knew this was well over the
gomg rate for translation work.
'Three thousand,' he reiterated, offering me hb hand as a gentleman
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might.
'When do you want it done by?' I asked, flicking through the
envelopes again.
'Two weeks today? Would that give you enough time?'
'I'm sure it would.'
I figured I could fit the work in between preparing for my courses.
Bes1des, it didn't look like it would involve very much work and the
three-thousand kroner would certainly come in handy, especially as I'd
just blown such a large sum on the hatstand.
'Three thousand it is then,' I said, shaking him by the hand.
'Splendid,' he said, looking very pleased with himself. 'Splendid.'
Before leaving, Johannes Vig touched the hatstand one final time and
announced to no one in particular: 'A wonderful p1ece. A wonderful
piece,' and then, raising his hand as if making some kind of salute, he
sa1d good-bye and left.
That was how it started.

,.,.,.
The First Letter.
October 2, 1952
'My Dear Nana,
It is now more than two months since we walked along the beach at
Charlottenlund. You have probably heard from Pia Glostrup that I have
got a job on Anhalt. Did she tell you that I have become the new
school master?
I am living m the old school-house where Palludan used to live. It is
hard to believe I have ended up here of all places: the return of the
prodigal son, don't you think? The four beech trees still hide the house
from the lane, although they are not as tall as I remembered them. I
have been thinking about cutting them down because I could then
watch the lane from my wmdow but it seems such a shame to cut
down something which has lived for so long.
The children come to class at eight o'clock every day. I have fourteen
pupils. You know the Egeba:!ks? Their eldest son, Torben, is in the
class. He is fifteen now. I am trying to persuade h1m to stick with his
studies because he is a bright lad but he will insist on joining his father
on the boats, come spring.
Most afternoons after school I take Pigro and my rifle and we walk
along the dunes, hunting. Yesterday Pigro spotted a woodcock that had
not yet left for the winter; it made quite a prize. Ib Lauritzen, who still
runs the store in the village, was very impressed. l bet he will be out
there now, trying to out-do me as ever.
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Rigmor visits me quite often, so thankfully I am not very lonely. Lars
1s always away on the mainland and she tells me h1s business IS doing
well. Everyone in the village adm1res his car although 1 am not
particularly impressed: it's just to parade his wealth. If 1 were him I
would spend more time at home with my beautiful young wife. Rigmor has invited me for supper tomorrow so that will make a
pleasant change from the usual routine.
What have you done with the necklace, Nana? Remember to keep it
safe. Have you worn it or is it still in its box? I'd like to know.
My dear Nana, I must stop now as tt's getting dark and I have to
chop some wood for the fire before I run out. The ntghts are drawmg
in, here, and the beach at Charlottenlund and the warm summer seems
so long ago.
I trust your studies are progressing.
Yours,'

I couldn't quite make out the signature: it could be Boor even Pal, or
perhaps something completely different, I just couldn't tell. I Imagined
that it was as if, having got to the end of the letter, the writer had
purposely obscured his or her identity by making his signature
Illegible. I took the second envelope and quickly glanced at the second
letter but the signature was equally illegible so, on the off-chance, I
went down to the first floor to ask Vig if he could explain what it
meant. My translation felt incomplete without the name.
I knocked on his door and waited for him to answer. I could make
out the faint sound of music- jazz, I think - coming from inside. He
did not answer so I knocked again, this time rapping my knuckles
fiercely on the door. I waited expectantly and then knocked again, this
time even harder. The door to the next apartment opened behind me
and I turned guiltily around, fearing I had disturbed Vig's neighbour.
'Sorry,' said the young woman, standing in her doorway. 'I thought
it was mine.' She quickly closed her door before [could apologise and I
read the name plaque: Maja Madsen, and thought nothing more of it. I
then turned again to face Vig's door and raised my hand to knock
again but I did not: the old man was probably having an afternoon
snooze and 1 didn't want to disturb him.
l:arly the next morning I took the metro from Nordhavn to the main
station. From here 1 took the bus to the university where I spent the
morning laboriously going through some paperwork. Later in the day,
after a time-table meeting which dragged on for far too long in the hot
afternoon, l decided to visit the library and take the opportunity to look
up some information on the island of Anholt: Vig's letters had
remained persistently at the back of my mind throughout the day.
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I locked my things in my office and made my way down the long
wh1te corridor towards the stairs. The corridor walls were lined with
notice boards announcing class lists, research seminars and
miscellaneous items for sale, like any other university department
building, I suppose. But what made this building different was the
absence of people. Even though it was only just past four, the place
was eerily quiet. I figured my colleagues had gone home to make the
most of the hot weather while it lasted. It struck me that it would have
been nice if someone had invited me to go with them, being new in
town, but I figured it was one of those things I had to put down to the
infamous Scandinavian reserve.
At the end of the hall I went through a glass fire door which
signalled the boundary of the English department, then down three
flights of stairs to the ground floor. At the bottom of the staircase I
found a door which opened up onto three corridors which, although
leading in three different directions, were exactly identical. Unfamiliar
with the building, I had absolutely no idea which one Jed to the library.
I glanced about me, looking for a sign or a due as to the direction I
should take but all I could see were posters offering private tuition; a
band advertising for a bass-player and a few pleas scrawled on tattered
bits.of paper looking for accommodation. Completely disorientated, it
felt as if I had inadvertently walked into a maze. To think that some
architect had had plans for this building approved!
I stood there contemplating my next move but thankfully, quite by
chance, someone came walking towards me.
'Which way is the library?' I asked, seizing the opportunity.
The girl stopped and sighed slightly, as if I wasn't the first person to
have asked her this, so I added, 'This place is like a labyrinth, isn't it.'
She smiled at me pityingly and agreed, ' Yes. It is . ... The library is
just down there, ' she said pointing to one of the corridors. 'By the
diner. You can't miss it.'
Before I had time to thank her she was already hurriedly bounding
up the stairs, so I continued in the direction she had pointed to but,
typically, the library was closed; VACATION OPENING read the sign
on the locked glass doors. Irritated, I turned around and quickly
retraced my steps along the corridor, knowing what I could do instead.
The Second Letter
December 7, 1952
'Dear Nana,
Anhalt is a cold and desolate place at the moment. In spite of this,
the village is preparing for the Yuletide celebrations. I do not feel like
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taking part in the festivities th1s year so l keep mostly to the schoolhouse. Sometimes Pigro and I go for long walks along the cliffs down
on the headland.
Do you remember how on a clear day you can see Jutland? Well, the
weather has been so bad recently I haven't even been able to see Pigro:
I almost lost him on one occasion so now I keep him close to me at all
times.
The old school-house is very cold to live in but 1t suits us fine. It does
lack a sophisticated touch but Pigro and I have simple tastes so I
suppose we manage; he sleeps by the fireside while I work at my desk,
although I sometimes read by the fire of an evenmg.
I heard from Pia Glostrup in the village that you are staying in
Copenhagen for Christmas and New Year. Your father must be very
disappointed but I suppose you have your reasons. Your brothers and
their families will take care of him, I am sure. What an opportunity you
have, staying in the city: I was there one Christmas, it was fantastic. I
remember walking down Str0get, quite intoxicated by the extravagant
windows. I recall how the Christmas lights cast a mag~eal spell over tht::
city. I should like to experience it all again, but I know that,
unfortunately, it is not possible this year.
You must excuse the brevity of this letter but I am expected at H0jbro
farm for dinner in an hour with Rigmor and Lars - I can assure you
they are both very well -so I must close now. I just wanted to let you
know that I am thinking of you and wish you a very happy Christmas.'
The signature on the letter was, agam, scrawled like that of the first
letter, sufficiently obscuring the identity of the writer from me. It was
frustrating because the rest of the letter was perfectly legible, written in
a dear and neatly flowing style. But why obscure one's signature? It
was as if the writer had denied his very existence by this single act. I
wondered who he was: a secret admirer of Nana's, perhaps; a lover or
an enemy?
I held the letter up close, carefully studying the fluid patterns of ink
that covered the page but, still, they told me nothing. What if Nana,
too, hadn't known the identity of the writer? That would certainly
make the letter more mysterious, but, I cons1dered, this seemed a
particularly far-fetched idea. After all, the letter clearly implied that the
writer and Nana knew each other, but whether this was actually the
case or just some false impression that I had m1stakenly formed, I could
not tell. Even behind the most conventional surface, there sometimes
lurks a hidden secret, but, in this instance, I felt convinced that this
was not the case.
The fact that Johannes Yig was willing to pay me three-thousand
kroner to translate such fatuous letters, however, did concern me. 1t
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seemed a ludicrously inflated amount to pay for something perceivably
of such little worth, and I guiltily wondered if I wasn't taking
advantage of an old man, out of touch with reality. Still, there
remained the final two envelopes which. I hoped, would - when I
worked on them - shed greater light on my task and reveal just why
the work commanded such an extraordinarily high fee.
When I got home that evening it was sometime around eight thirty. I
opened the door to my apartment and, stepping into the hallway, I
noticed a white envelope lying on the mat. I picked it up and saw that
it was addressed to me. I took my jacket off and hung it up on my
newly acquired hatstand and then opened the envelope. It contained a
hand written note from Vig, telling me that he was going away for a
few days. He hoped that my work was progressing and was looking
forward to reading the end result. Was I settling in at the university, he
wanted to know. I read this line again, carefully. How did he know I
worked there? I replayed our earlier conversation in my mind, carefully
going over each detail as I, coincidentally, stood on the very spot where
he had so admired my hatstand. I was certain about it; I had never
mentioned to him that I worked at the university .
The Third Letter
February 14, 1952
'Dear Nana,
It has been a long time since I last wrote. Please excuse me. I have
not forgotten about you. It's just that I've been busy with my work.
A lot has happened since my last letter. Did you hear the terrible
news about Torben Egebcek? I think it was even on the national radio
that he drowned. It was a dreadful accident. He was out walking on
the lake with a friend when he fell through some thin ice. The boy that
was out with him tried to help him but it was too late by the time ·he
got him. It is a terrible shame; everyone in the village liked Torben.
I don't think I know anyone who hasn' t been touched by the
incident; school is certainly not the same without him.
Ironically the day after Torben died the weather turned much colder.
It's been so cold since then that the island has been cut off from the
mamland: the ferries can't get through because of the ice. There is no
sign at the moment that it is getting warmer. At night it is very eerie
walking along the headland without the sound of the waves breaking
on the shore. 1 think Pigro is suspicious of it because, for some reason,
he doesn't like walking there at the moment.
I have noticed, of late, that he is beginning to show his age. He is not
as young as he used to be. It will be a sad day when we take our last
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walk along the headland together, but when it comes I shall think of
the good times we have spent hunting together; the game we have
captured. He has always been a trusty friend and an expert hunter
One piece of good news: Rigmor is to become a mother. I shouldn't
tell you really as I am sworn to secrecy. Not even Lars knows! He is
stuck in Jutland due to the ice. I only know because Rigmor old me.
She was bursting with excitement and simply had to tell someone. Still,
I doubt it will do any harm telling you because the whole village will
know when Lars returns.
I spoke to your father recently. He was doing his shopping when I
met him. I asked after you and he told me you were well. Your studies
are progressing, I gather. Who would have thought that you would
have done so well? I suppose you will never come back to live in the
village now you are such a well-educated woman. Your father tells me
you have changed quite a lot since you moved to Copenhagen. Have
you really changed so much since our day on the beach at
Charlottenlund? My recollection of that day still remains clear. We
cycled from the house down to the beach and then sat there in the sun
watching the sailboats flitting about and the tanker going over to
Sweden. As I sit here now at my desk, the light from the fire flickering
on the walls, I can still smell the apple you peeled for me. You laughed
when I told you that you were the first woman to do that for me. Do
you remember the old fat woman who kept tutting at us because of the
noise we made? Do you think we looked like people in love?
Forgive my foolish witterings. Since the island has been cut off I have
not been myself.
I shall close now but will write again soon.'
It was signed, simply, 'Your friend.'
The fourth envelope did not contain a letter. Instead there were two
faded newspaper clippings. I laid them out on the desk and studied
them. The first, which was undated, was incomplete so I could only
translate the portion that I had:
. . . for the village. In his closing address, the
coroner remarked that he had been a well-liked and
respected member of the community. He ruled that
death was by misadventure.
The body has now been released and the family
are making plans to bury the body of the deceased.
In handwriting that I didn't recognise, someone had written 'June 22,
1955' at the top of the second clipping. I tried comparing it to the
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handwriting of the letters and Vig's note which was still lying around
my desk but it was noticeably different. It said:
Nana Flusfeder, nee Elliason, has had the degree
of PhD conferred upon her at a ceremony held by
the Faculty of Arts, The University of Copenhagen
for her thesis, 'Gothic Fictions in Contemporary
Danish Writing'. Flusfeder is to join her husband,
the eminent American historian F.W . Flusfeder, at
the University of Wisconsin where she is to take up
a teaching post. The Nordic Department wishes her
the very best for the future and is holding a leaving
party on Wednesday July 2 at 7.30 in her honour.
All members of faculty welcome.
I felt cheated by these final two pieces. Although r had come to the end
of my task, neither shed particular light on Vig's motives. Furthermore,
I could only tentatively assume that the first newspaper cutting
concerned the unnamed letter writer, but I could not be certain. At
least I now knew something of what had happened to Nana but her
departure to America and marriage to Flusfeder told another story; it
revealed nothing of her relationship to the unnamed letter writer
unless, of course, he was Flusfeder, but that was unlikely.
It seemed to me that my translations were utterly pointless, nothing
but exercises designed to test my linguistic ability. They formed the
skeleton of a story but a number of vital pieces of information were
missing which rendered it incomplete. It was as if I was now forced to
interpret and deduce the missing information, but this was not
something I was prepared to do.
Hastily, I printed out copies of each of my translations and, having
collected them in a blue paper folder, went down to the first floor,
prepared to demand an explanation from Vig.
I knocked on his door impatiently and waited. I knocked again but it
remained silent. Vig was out.
Thirty minutes later I tried again but to no avail; I returned to my
apartment feeling thoroughly frustrated.
Seated at my desk, I re-read the original Danish texts that Vig had
given me, hoping that there was some piece of vital information I had
overlooked but there was nothing. My translations were, as far as I
could tell, perfect: I had left nothing out ..
What transpired during the month after I translated the contents of the
fourth envelope proved even more frustrating than on that particular
day. At first I paid daily visits to Vig' s apartment to see if he had
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returned but each time I called he was not there. This didn't overly
concern me because of his earlier note. Nevertheless, when the
deadline came and went for completing the work and still he did not
return I grew alarmed. Was the rotting corpse of Vig lying somewhere
in his apartment, I wondered. Had he gone and died on me, his
knowledge dying with him? On one occasion, when the stairs to the
building were quiet, I pushed open his letter box and stuck my nose in
to sniff the air, but all I could smell was the faint odour of stale
cigarette smoke and musty books.
Things finally came to a head one Wednesday sometime in late
September when the leaves on the trees around the lakes at 0sterbro
had begun to fall. On this particular day I returned home to discover
that Vig's name had been replaced on the door to his apartment. It
now read Consuela and Mads Beck. I was astonished. Almost without
thinking, I rang the bell and a young woman promptly answered; she
had long black curly hair and was wearing bright yellow dungarees
'Yes,' she said, speaking Danish. 'Can I help you?'
Tm sorry to bother you,' I told her. 'I'm Paul Beckett from the fourth
floor. I wonder if you could tell me what's happened to Johannes Vig?'
She looked at me blankly.
'The man who lived here before you.'
'Never heard of him. We've rented the apartment through an
agency.'
'So you don't have a forwarding address or anything?'
The woman looked at me impatiently; I could see boxes strewn along
her corridor and she obviously wanted to get back to her unpacking.
'It's just that I need to contact him urgently,' I told her. 'It's
important.'
The woman scratched her head. 'You could try the housing agency
who handled the lease,' she suggested. '2V. They're on Nordre
Frihavnsgade.'
I thanked her; she shut her door.
Before going up to my own apartment I decided to give the
neighbour a try but, predictably, she was out.
As it was still only four, I decided to go over to 2V and try and see 1f
they could help me. I dropped off my things in my apartment and
walked along Silkeborggade, past the five-storey building where
builders were working and the post-office until I came to Nordre
Frihavnsgade. Then I went into 2V and asked to speak to whoever was
in charge. A woman- I don't remember her name- dressed in a short
grey skirt and a faded blouse asked if she could help me.
'I've come about the apartment on Odense gade. Number forty three,
first floor, to the right.'
'It's already been let, I'm afraid,' she told me, picking up some
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apers from her desk. 'But I'm sure we've got something else you
ight be interested in.' She flicked through more papers but I stopped
er.
'I haven't come about the apartment,' I told her, reaching inside my
!Coat pocket for my wallet. 'It's about Johannes Vig, the previous
tenant.'
The woman looked at me, unsure of what I wanted so I showed her
my social identity card which gave my address and explained the
is1tuation to her.
'You see, I'd like to contact Vig as he's left some thmgs that belong to
·1m in my apartment.'
The woman eyed me suspiciously.
'It's furniture, you see,' I told her, quickly deciding that this sounded
ore plausible than the truth. 'He asked me to look after it and it's
akmg up a lot of space.'
At this, the woman -one of those dreadful types that do their best to
eep people out of the office- looked at me sympathetically.
'It's a large hatstand,' I told her, again lying.
'Hold on a minute,' she sa1d, and typed something into her PC.
I leaned forwards, trying to get a look at the screen but it was at such
n acute angle that I couldn't read it. A minute or so went by; she tried
yping something else; eventually she spoke. 'I'm sorry sir ... Our
ecords show that Mr Vig was the previous tenant but he hasn't given
tany forwarding address.'
I sighed. 'Don't you have a previous address for him?'
The woman checked her screen.
'No. I'm afraid we don't. It appears Mr Vig was previously of no
fixed abode.'
' So you're telling me that he's practically vanished,' I said, my voice
now beginning to reveal my exasperation.
'It appears so ... unless ... ' The woman thought for a moment,
' unless you know who his employer is,' and she began to check her
screen again, 'but I see that according to our records he is, in fact,
!retired.'
I sighed. I didn't know where else to turn.
'Perhaps Mr Vig meant for you to keep the furniture,' the woman
suggested helpfully.
'It's possible,' I muttered, 'but I doubt it.'
I thanked her and left, walking slowly back to my apartment.
Outside my door, I took my keys from my pocket, but as I went to
,unlock the door I noticed, to my horror, that it was already open. A
ipulse of fear went through me. Tentatively, I pushed the door and it
swung open. I stepped cautiously into the hall, looking about me, half
expecting an intruder to be going through my personal items or to find
them strewn across the floor but the place looked exactly as I had left it
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that morning.
'Hello?' I called, my voice trembling slightly but the apartment
remained silent.
I stepped gingerly into the living room; I noted that the TV and H1-Fi
were thankfully still there and my computer was on the desk exactly
where I had left it. I checked the kitchen and the bathroom, too, but, as
far as I could see, nothing had been touched. Everything was just as I
had left it; nothing was missing. I let out a sigh, relieved. 1 told myself
that I must have forgotten to pull the door shut when I left for work
that morning.
Casually, I went back to the front door and closed it behind me, this
time making doubly sure that it was firmly shut before I finally took my
jacket off. It was only then, as I went to hang up my jacket, that I
noticed that my hatstand had gone .

......
The police never discovered who stole my hatstand. Although they
contacted me a number of times during the first two weeks after I
reported its theft, it was always to tell me that they had nothing to
report. The calls grew more sporadic and eventually stopped. Ten days
after the last call, I called them and spoke to the desk sergeant who
informed me that the case had, regrettably, been closed; murders and
armed robberies had taken place during the interim; man-power was
required to solve more pressing cases.
I never heard from Johannes Vig again. He simply vanished from the
face of the earth, leaving only his wretched letters behind - which I
kept in a box in the bottom drawer of my desk: reminders of his very
existence. Sometimes I almost thought I saw him; an old, shabbily
dressed man, puffing on a cigarette, padding along 0sterbro gade, but
when I got closer it was always someone else.

